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Carbon Sequestration:  Who’s Talking?  What are the Issues?1  
Dr. Judith Bradbury and James J Dooley2 

Battelle -- Pacific Northwest Division 
 
Abstract 
 
In support of the on-going Ohio River Valley Project, the authors reviewed 154 media articles 
that specifically mention carbon capture and geologic sequestration and that were issued between 
November 20, 2002 and April 11, 2003.  The purpose of the review was to develop a preliminary 
understanding of issues being raised concerning this new technology.  The expectation is that this 
preliminary analysis will be followed by discussions with the public to confirm perspectives on 
the issues and to address and incorporate them into project plans.  The dates the articles were 
issued on tend to cluster around specific precipitating events, such as the announcement that 
launched the carbon sequestration research project in the Ohio River Valley (frequently referred 
to as the Mountaineer project).  The media articles are overwhelmingly either positive or neutral 
in their characterization of this rather new class of carbon management technologies, and the 
discussions were frequently set within the broader context of climate change policy issues.  
Positive attributes include its promise to be widely deployable over many decades and its ability 
to help transition the energy infrastructure to a low- or non-emitting system.  Concerns raised are 
primarily focused on the need for additional policy decisions such as mandated emissions cuts 
and possible uncertainties surrounding carbon retention.  Most persons cited in these articles are 
federal government spokespersons, especially from the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE), or 
researchers affiliated with or sponsored by DOE.  This result is likely because the DOE is the 
largest sponsor of research in geologic sequestration.  However, representatives from industry, 
state governments and nongovernmental environmental organizations are also active in the 
discussion.   
 
Introduction 
 
As part of a groundbreaking DOE-FE NETL-funded field research project on geological 
sequestration in the Ohio River Valley,3 the authors are conducting a systematic study of publicly 
stated views about this particular research project as well as sequestration and carbon capture, as 
expressed in media references.  The purposes of the research are to (a) gain insight into some of 
the key issues being articulated, and (b) use this insight to assist in stakeholder interactions.  As 
this technology is new, this preliminary analysis represents an initial step in seeking to understand 
issues that must be addressed if the technology is to be implemented successfully. The intent is to 
follow up with in-person discussions to confirm stakeholder issues and perspectives at a 
sufficiently early stage to address and incorporate them into project planning.  
 
This paper provides a summary of findings to date, as our research is still ongoing.  Following an 
overview of the approach, findings are presented under the following headings: precipitating 

                                                 
1 This paper was presented at the Second Annual Confernce on Carbon Sequestration held in Alexandria, 
VA on May 5-8, 2003. 
2 The authors can be reached via email at judith.bradbury@pnl.gov and dooleyj@battelle.org 
3 The Ohio River Valley Project is a geologic study being conducted at the Mountaineer Plant by Battelle 
Memorial Institute under sponsorship form American Electric Power (AEP), which owns the Plant, the 
U.S. Department of Energy, BP, and Schlumberger. The Ohio Coal Development Office of the Ohio 
Department of Development is also providing support to the project, given the potential to address future 
carbon emissions form the many coal-fired electricity power plants in Ohio, and the jobs that these plants 
and the Ohio coal mines support.   
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event and monthly distribution of the articles over the time period under study; overall portrayal; 
specific issues raised; and affiliation of persons quoted in the article.     
 
Approach 
 
The sources of the articles analyzed in this paper range from the New York Times, Los Angeles 
Times, USA Today, and various newswire services to U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) 
“Techlines,” press releases from Battelle and AEP, to international newspapers such as the 
London Financial Times. Using the LexisNexis news service which searches over 4,000 articles 
daily, the authors compiled articles that specifically included mention of capture and geologic 
sequestration of carbon dioxide.  Additional keywords were supplied to the search service, for 
example, carbon or CO2 capture, storage, burial and/or disposal.  The search was initiated in mid-
November, 2002, immediately prior to the announcement of the Ohio River Valley Project being 
conducted by researchers from the Battelle Memorial Institute at the AEP Mountaineer Plant in 
West Virginia. Findings reported are from mid-November 2002 until mid-April 2003.  
 
A total of 153 articles were recorded over the study period.  Articles were divided into four 
categories and recorded in four separate matrices: (1) specific mention of the Mountaineer Plant 
research project; (2) general discussion of carbon capture and sequestration, including discussion 
of related projects in the United States; (3) international projects; and (4) related legislative and 
political activities. Of the 153 articles recorded, slightly more than half (79 articles) were focused 
on the Mountaineer Plant research project or were general discussions of carbon capture and 
sequestration in the United States.  Although there is no reason to believe that this is an 
exhaustive listing of all articles written on sequestration during this time period, the data set is 
broad enough to allow a preliminary analysis. 
 
Data for each matrix were recorded under the following headings: date, source, title, precipitating 
event, article focus, overall portrayal or orientation toward geologic sequestration (positive, 
negative or neutral); specific issues raised about the technology; and the name and affiliation of 
persons quoted in the article.   
 
With the exception of Figure 1, which examines the distribution over time of articles in all four 
categories, the focus of our analyses is on 79 articles included in the first two categories, i.e., 
articles that mentioned the Ohio River Valley Project (also known as the Mountaineer project) or 
discussed carbon sequestration in the United States.  Since articles in the third and fourth 
categories (international sequestration research projects and energy/climate legislative activities) 
were compiled primarily to provide context for the sequestration research project’s efforts to 
communicate effectively with stakeholders, we will only briefly touch upon articles in these 
categories.   
 
Precipitating Events and Distribution over Time 
 
The monthly distribution of articles over this initial five-month study period is largely explained 
by a relatively small number of precipitating events.  Figure 1, which includes all 153 articles in 
each of the four categories, shows that the number of articles mentioning the research at the 
Mountaineer Plant peaked in November, immediately following the announcement of the project.  
Articles that discussed geologic CO2 sequestration in the U.S. more broadly increased in 
February and March.  For these articles, the February announcement of the Administration’s 
FutureGen project was the most significant precipitating event that accounts for a significant 
increase in articles centered on geologic sequestration in general in the United States.  Other 
precipitating events that could be identified for this category were other sequestration-related 
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announcements from the DOE (e.g., Regional Carbon Sequestration Partnerships, the Carbon 
Sequestration Leadership Forum, cooperative research agreements with the European Union and 
China).  The increase in the category of international articles in March is attributable to 
projects/decisions being taken abroad; for example, an increase in Australian articles during 
March is attributable to the launching of a new sequestration research program in Australia.  
 

Figure 1: Sequestration Articles by Major Focus with Key Precipitating Events 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

November 20-
30, 2003

December-02 January-03 February-03 March-03 April 1-11, 2003

Se
qu

es
tr

at
io

n-
R

el
at

ed
 A

rt
ic

le
s 

by
 M

on
th

   
   

   
.  

Articles
Specific to
Mountaineer
Project
Geologic
Sequestration
in the U.S.

International
Projects

Legislative
Context

Mountaineer 
Research Project 
Announced by 
Secretary of Energy

FutureGen, Carbon 
Sequestration Leadership 
Forum, etc., Announced

Congress Reconvenes, 
Energy and Climate 
Legislation Discused

 
 
Overall Portrayal  
 
Figure 2 reports on the portrayal of the technology:  overall, was the article positive, negative or 
neutral in orientation?  For this and subsequent figures, articles are included only for those 
mentioning the Mountaineer Project or carbon sequestration in the United States.  Articles were 
classified “positive” if the statements made were predominantly positive, “neutral” if there were 
both positive and negative statements, and “negative” if the statements made were predominantly 
negative.  The figure indicates that the overwhelming majority of articles was either positive or 
neutral—some of the neutral articles constituted brief announcements, while others presented a 
more detailed overview of geologic carbon sequestration, including comments from both 
spokespersons supportive of the research or technology and those who raised concerns.  Possible 
explanations for the relatively favorable or balanced portrayal include the high proportion of 
DOE or project proponent announcements and also the tendency of the media to provide 
“balance” in the more detailed presentations.  Interestingly, two of the detailed articles that were 
more negative in tone were those reporting on the annual meeting of the American Association 
for the Advancement of Science—perhaps attributable to the speakers’ tendency to focus on 
issues, or “problems,” of scientific interest. 
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Figure 2.  Overall Portrayal of Carbon Sequestration Technology in Media Articles 
Mountaineer Specific Articles (left hand panel), General Sequestration in the US Articles 

(right hand panel)  
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The Thought Leaders 
 
Figure 3 graphically represents spokesperson cited—or who the “U.S. Geologic Carbon 
Sequestration Thought Leaders” are by organizational affiliation (as with Figure 2, data are 
included only for articles mentioning the Mountaineer Project or sequestration in the U.S.).  
Significant sources of information for the media include DOE, other parts of the federal 
government including the White House, researchers located at National Laboratories and 
universities, and representatives of large industrial firms and nongovernmental environmental 
organizations.  
 
Several particular types of sources are worth noting.  First, the federal government and in 
particular DOE, appear to be the primary sources of media information on geologic sequestration 
and are cited in roughly 40% of the articles, regardless of whether the article is specific to the 
Mountaineer project or is more general.  Second, as one would expect with AEP being the host 
site and Battelle being the prime contractor for the Mountaineer research project, these two firms 
are significant sources of information for this specific research project. Third, academic 
researchers appear to be predominantly used by the media as sources of information about 
geologic sequestration in general.  Fourth, environmental nongovernmental organizations are also 
significant sources of information about both the Mountaineer project and geologic carbon 
sequestration in general. 
 
Significantly, there are currently no local public stakeholders cited in these articles (where a 
stakeholder is defined as a person who is interested in or affected by a project).  Examples of such 
stakeholders include persons from local civic groups or local residents. For the purposes of this 
paper, AEP spokespersons from the local community where the study is being carried out are not 
viewed as “local public stakeholders” since the company is one of the study sponsors.  The lack 
of local public stakeholders cited in these articles indicates that the current discussion about 
geologic sequestration is being conducted at the conceptual and national level.  That is, to date, 
no local publics are seeing geologic sequestration projects as being “in their backyards,” and 
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therefore these local stakeholders have yet to use the media as a means of expressing their 
opinions about this class of technologies and how these technologies may affect them.4   

 
Figure 3: Sources of Information for Media Articles on Sequestration 

By Type of Organization 
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Issues Articulated  
 
Having discussed timing, overall portrayal, and spokespersons in the initial sample of articles, we 
turn to examining some of the key themes identified in the articles that mentioned the 
Mountaineer Project or carbon sequestration in the United States.  Not surprisingly, issues raised 
concerning the technology were raised within in the broader context of climate change and energy 
policy.  Table 1 identifies favorable statements about geologic sequestration; Table 2 identifies 
concerns about the new class of technologies.   
 
Table 1 clearly shows that one of the predominant themes is “the promise” that carbon capture 
and geologic sequestration technologies hold for helping the nation successfully mange its 
emissions of CO2.  Various attributes of this potential promise relate to the technology’s ability 
to:  
 

• be a key component (or one of the options) of a larger and balanced suite of emissions 
abatement options 

• serve as a long-term solution (i.e., has deployment potential that stretches over 100s of 
years) that is capable of being deployed over a very large section of the United States 

                                                 
4 One example of local publics expressing themselves about ocean sequestration is documented in M.A. de 
Figueiredo, D.M. Reiner, and H.J. Herzog, "Ocean Carbon Sequestration: A Case Study in Public and 
Institutional Perceptions," presented at the Sixth International Conference on Greenhouse Gas Control 
Technologies, Kyoto, Japan, October 1-4 (2002). 



PNWD-SA-6019 

 6

• help transition the current energy infrastructure to a low- or zero-emitting energy system, 
including allowing coal to be the backbone of a hydrogen economy. 

 
 

Table 1.  Issues Raised In Favor of Carbon Sequestration Technology 
 
Issue Articles Mentioning the 

Mountaineer Project 
(n=25) 

Articles Discussing 
Geologic Sequestration 

in the U.S. (n=54) 
 
Support expressed for carbon sequestration 
 

 
- 

 
9

 
Support expressed for carbon sequestration research  
(total) 
 

- Research is needed 
- Promising/more than a blue-sky concept 
- Will help answer technical questions 
- Will help address cost issues 

 
10 

 
 

- 
4 
4 
2 

 

 
9 

 
 

4 
1 
3 
1 

 
Carbon sequestration can transform coal into an 
environmentally benign source  
 

 
2 

 
10

 
Renewables and efficiency are not enough to solve the 
global energy problem (total) 
 

- Renewables are not enough 
- Sequestration will buy time, allow a gradual 

transfer to a green fuels/ hydrogen economy 
 

 
8 

 
 

4 
4 

 
 

 
4 

 
 

1 
3 

 

 
Sequestration has the potential to store CO2 power 
plant emissions for 100 years/has enormous market 
potential 
 

 
5 

 
5 

 
Options are needed (total) 
 

- A suite of options is needed 
- Sequestration is one viable option/can make a 

contribution 
 

 
4 

 
2 
2 

 
5 

 
3 
2

 
This is a good area for research because of the geology/ 
saline formations are quite common 

 
5 

 
1
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Table 2.  Issues/Concerns Expressed Concerning  
Carbon Sequestration Technology 

 
Issue Articles Mentioning the 

Mountaineer Project 
(n=25) 

Articles Discussing 
Geologic Sequestration 

in the U.S. (n=54) 
Carbon sequestration research is not enough (total) 
 

- It is too costly 
- Tax incentives/a market approach is needed 
- Mandated emissions cuts/caps also needed 

 

5 
 

2 
3 
- 
 

17 
 

4 
4 
9 

Carbon sequestration should not be the sole policy 
focus (total) 
 

- It should not be developed at the expense of 
other solutions 

- It should be part of a three-part strategy: energy 
efficiency, renewables, and rapid deployment 
of gasification plants 

- It is a short-term solution 
- It is an end-pipe solution 
- It is the coal industry’s last hope 
 

4 
 
 

2 
 

- 
 

- 
 

1 
1 

7 
 
 

4 
 

1 
 
 

2 
- 
-

Carbon should not be sequestered in the ocean where it 
could cause damage to marine life  
 

2 2 

Serious uncertainties exist (total) 
 

- Need to be sure CO2 stays where it is put 
- It could leak/cause health and safety problems 
- There could be rapid release of gas 
- There could be large releases of salty water 
 

7 
 

2 
2 
3 
- 

8 
 

1 
3 
- 
2 

Sequestration has a way to go (total) 
 

- More time is needed 
- Focus should be on large-scale scale projects 

that produce sequestration-ready CO2 

1 
 

- 
- 

3 
 

1 
2

 
 
Among issues or concerns raised in these articles and summarized in Table 2, the most frequently 
issue raised was the need to supplement research on breakthrough technologies like carbon 
capture and geologic sequestration with additional policy measures such as tax incentives and 
mandatory emissions caps or cuts. Concerns were also expressed about the permanence of 
sequestered carbon and the costs of deploying this class of technologies. Ocean disposal was 
clearly identified as a concern in these articles. Interestingly, and as a parallel to the above 
positive point about capture and geologic sequestration being a valuable component of a larger 
carbon management portfolio of options, there was concern expressed in some articles that 
funding for carbon capture and geologic sequestration might come at the expense of support for 
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other emissions mitigation technologies such as renewable energy.  Many of these identified 
concerns may be addressed as field experiments like the Mountaineer Project start to produce 
information on the fate of injected CO2 and other key performance characteristics of these 
technologies. 
 
Summary 
 
Our analysis indicates that, to date: 
 
• Discussion of carbon sequestration in the U.S. is largely being conducted at the national level.  

The viewpoints of local publics are not yet evident.  
• The media portrayal of carbon sequestration in the U.S. is primarily favorable or balanced.  
• In part, this favorable or balanced portrayal is attributable to the large number of articles 

related to DOE announcements and the predominance of DOE and DOE-related 
spokespersons. In part, also, it appears that some thought leaders are “sitting on the fence” 
until more is known about how this technology performs in the real world. 

• Supportive comments about carbon sequestration appear to view the research as “promising,” 
with the potential to provide a solution to greenhouse gas emissions—transforming coal into 
an environmentally benign source and/or buying time while the transition to a “green” 
economy takes place.  

• Comments indicating concern are focused primarily on the broader context of climate change 
policy.  A large number of comments noted that additional policy decisions such as tax 
incentives and mandated emissions cuts are needed, and the technology should not be the sole 
policy focus or be developed at the expense of other solutions. However, a significant number 
of issues were also raised about possible uncertainties with the technology itself. 

 
The pros and cons that have been voiced about this specific class of technologies may be viewed 
as part of the larger energy policy debate.  On the one hand, there appears to be broad recognition 
that CO2 emissions should be reduced and there is provisional support for carbon sequestration to 
assist in bringing about these reductions.  On the other hand, there is also support for additional 
measures—tax incentives and mandated emissions cuts, as well as pursuing other technology 
alternatives.  This finding indicates that the public will likely seek to place discussions of carbon 
capture and geologic sequestration technologies in a broader context that includes discussions of 
what climate change is and what the broad portfolio of climate change actions looks like.   
 
Second, as highlighted above, the discussion to date appears to be occurring solely at the national 
and conceptual level.  There is, as yet, no comment by local publics.  However, as the history of 
facility siting has shown, local publics may become increasingly vocal as time goes on.  In 
addition, uncertainties that are interesting issues of debate for scientists may become issues of 
contention among local publics who are asked to host a new technology in their own backyards.  
Thus, issues related to health and safety that are currently being raised at the national level and 
mainly as scientific issues, may be viewed as likely issues to be raised by local publics as projects 
become more imminent in their localities.  They serve as a reminder to project managers of the 
need to engage local publics in addressing issues like these at an early stage and to get on with the 
research needed to resolve these scientific issues.  
 
Third, representatives of several NGOs are currently serving as the public voice in articulating the 
issues surrounding this new technology.  This analysis, albeit preliminary, suggests that project 
managers will benefit from more in-depth discussions to explore these stakeholders’ issues and 
perspectives at a sufficiently early stage to address and incorporate them into project planning.  
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Appendix Table 1.  Monthly Distribution of Carbon Sequestration Articles 
 
 

Date Mountaineer  Geologic 
Sequestration 

in the U.S. 

International  
Projects 

Legislative 
Context  

Total  

 
November 20-
30, 2002 
 
 

 
 

17 

 
 

11 

 
 

11 

 
 
- 

 
 

39 

 
December, 
2002 
 
 

 
 

3 

 
 

5 

 
 

2 

 
 
- 

 
 

10 

 
January, 2003  
 
 

 
 

2 

 
 

2 

 
 

5 

 
 

8 

 
 

17 

 
February, 
2003 
 

 
1 

 
17 

 
10 

 
14 

 
42 

 
March, 2003 
 
 

 
2 

 
16 

 
29 

 
4 

 
42 

 
April 1-11, 
2003 
 
 

 
- 

 
3 

 
1 

 
- 

 
4 

 
Total  
 

 
25 

 
54 

 
48 

 
26 

 
154 
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Appendix Table 2.  Affiliation of Persons Quoted in the Media 
 
 

Affiliation  Mountaineer Geologic 
Sequestration 

in the U.S.  

Total  

 
DOE, Total 
  Secretary of Energy 
  President  Bush/White House  
  Other DOE 
  National Laboratory  

 
25 
15 

3 
4 
3 

 

 
37 
17 
 6 

11 
 3 

 

62 
32 
 9 

15 
 6

 
Industry, Total 
  AEP 
  Battelle 
  Other industry 
 

 
17 
11 
  6 
  -

 
18 

2 
- 

16 

 
35 
13 
 6 

16

 
Environmental Groups, Total 
 
  NRDC 
  Greenpeace 
  Union of Concerned Scientists 
  Environmental Defense 
  Citizens for Clean Coal 
  No name/Other 
  World Wildlife Fund 

 
13 

 
3 
3 
2 
2 
1 
2 
- 

 
9 

 
3 
1 
1 
- 
- 
3 
1 

22 
 

6 
4 
3 
2 
1 
5 
1

 
Academia 
 
 

7
 

25 32

 
State/Other Federal 

 
2 

 
11 

 

 
13 

 

 
Total  
 

64
 

100 
 

164
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